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 As one of the seven letters in the NT book of Revelations, this letter to the Philadelphians 

in Revelation 3:7-11 is addressed to a Church (community) in Asia Minor. This letter is   

distinct from the others because it lacks the explicit rebuke we find in at least five of the 

seven letters distributed by John. Instead, this letter acknowledges the perseverance of the 

Philadelphian church amid external opposition and reassures them of divine vindication. 

Analyzing this passage, we can discern the historical challenges faced by the community, 

the significance of the attributes assigned to the Son of Man, and their relation to the initial 

vision in Revelation 1:12-18, of the Son of Man. 

The situation addressed in Revelation 3:7-11 suggests that the Philadelphian community 

faced opposition, likely from local Jewish authorities. Verse 9 references the "synagogue of 

Satan," a term also used in the letter to Smyrna (Rev. 2:9), which indicates that Jewish 

groups in the area rejected Christian claims about Jesus as the Messiah. The phrase, 

"those who say they are Jews and are not, but lie" (3:9), suggests that these groups 

contested the legitimacy of the Christian community, possibly excluding them from 

religious and social life. Furthermore, the statement, "I have set before you an open door, 

which no one is able to shut" (3:8), implies that the Philadelphians may have felt isolated or 

marginalized, yet were assured of divine acceptance and opportunity.  Their "little power" 

(3:8) might indicate a lack of political or social influence, yet they are commended for 

keeping Christ’s word and not denying His name.  Thus, the primary challenge for the 
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Philadelphians seems to be external opposition and marginalization.  As Francis Moloney 

notes in The Apocalypse of John, “In view of their marginalized position in society, the door 

offers an implied promise: “The open door” has to do with the Philadelphians’ need for 

access to God.” (Moloney, 2020, p.76)  They have maintained faithfulness despite their 

weakness, so the Son of Man’s divine power is made manifest through human frailty . 

The attributes assigned to the Son of Man in 3:7 are particularly significant in this context. 

Christ is called "the holy one, the true one, who has the key of David, who opens and no 

one will shut, who shuts and no one opens," highlighting His divine authority and reliability. 

The "key of David" is a direct allusion to Isaiah 22:22, where Eliakim is given authority over 

the house of David.  In Revelation, this signifies Christ’s sovereign control over access to 

God's kingdom.  This imagery resonates with the Philadelphian situation—although they 

may be excluded by human institutions, their ultimate fate rests in Christ’s hands, not in 

the hands of their Jewish adversaries.  The open door imagery (3:8) reinforces this, 

suggesting that Christ has granted them entry into His kingdom, countering any earthly 

exclusion they might face.  Additionally, Christ’s promise that their opponents will “come 

and bow down before your feet” (3:9)  and acknowledge God's love for them further 

underscores His supreme authority over their destiny.  Moloney observes that the 

reference to the "key of David" functions as a polemical response to their exclusion, 

affirming that true authority resides with Christ, not with those who claim religious 
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superiority .  “The link with the heavenly opening is not as literal as that of the earlier 

churches, but Christ as the one who possess the keys appears in 1:18, and the eternal 

authority of Christ, conveyed with the words “I  am the first and the last,” occurs in 1:17.” 

(Moloney, 2020, p. 76). 

When we compare these attributes to the initial vision of the Son of Man in Revelation 1:12-

18, some notable differences arise. The vision in chapter 1 includes descriptions such as 

eyes like a flame of fire (1:14), a voice like many waters (1:15), and a two-edged sword 

coming from His mouth (1:16). These attributes emphasize Christ’s divine judgment and 

overwhelming presence. These present an almost violent threat of retribution, 

persecution, and punishment.  However, the specific imagery of holding the "key of David" 

and the authority to open and shut is not present in that earlier vision. Instead, Christ in 

Revelation 1:18 declares, "I have the keys of Death and Hades," which is conceptually 

similar but distinct. The emphasis in chapter 3 on the "key of David" pertains specifically to 

access and legitimacy within God's kingdom, whereas the keys in chapter 1 pertain to 

Christ’s authority over death and dismissal. This suggests that the attributes in each letter 

are tailored to the concerns of the addressed community.  For Philadelphia, Christ’s role 

as the one who grants access to God’s promises is particularly relevant to their struggles 

with exclusion, oppression, and opposition.   This differentiation highlights a pastoral 

nature of Revelation’s letters.   
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The Letter to the Philadelphians describe the Son of Man’s attributes that address this  

community that is facing exclusion from local authorities who deny their legitimacy.  As 

Harry O. Maier writes in Coming Out of Babylon: A First-World Reading of Revelation 

Among Immigrants, “If John’s audience was experiencing persecution or anxiety about its 

future, such passages must have been comforting to them, just as these passages have 

offered comfort as well as inspiration and hope to so many over the two thousand years 

that they have made their way into the hymnody, spirituals, and sacred liturgies 

accompanying the faithful through difficult times.”  ( Rhoads, From Every People and 

Nation, 2005, p 70)   Christ’s attributes as the "holy one, true one, and holder of the key of 

David" affirm His supreme authority over entrance into God’s kingdom, offering assurance 

to all marginalized groups that keep His name. Unlike the more judgment-focused 

depiction in Revelation 1, the attributes in Revelation 3:7-11 are chosen to counteract the 

fears and struggles, confirming that faithfulness will be rewarded with divine vindication 

and eternal security. 

 


